


















One	 more	 summer	 is	 closing	 quickly,	 and	 one	 more	 summer	 I	 have	 not	 made	 my	 annual	
pilgrimage	 to	Montana.	 I	 live	 in	 the	 south	again,	happily	 this	 time,	and	 it	 is	well-nigh	September,	and	
even	though	the	days	are	hot	and	muggy	these	very	same	days	betray	certain	changes	to	come.	The	air	
is	 a	 bit	 drier,	 almost	 crisp;	 the	 bitter	 black	 walnuts	 are	 thumping	 the	 ground	 like	 some	 mad	 god	
thumping	the	earth;	the	days	are	growing	shorter	and	darker;	and	yet,	the	leaves	on	some	of	the	trees	
are	 stirring	 belly	 side	 up	 sending	 out	 silvery	 flickerings	 even	 as	 twilight	 sets	 in.	 Maybe	 that	 is	 why	
Montana	is	on	my	mind	or,	rather,	why	Norman	Maclean	is.	I	come	back	to	him	every	August	whether	I	




deep	pool,	 the	dance	of	 light	and	 shadow.	Norman	Maclean	understood	 this,	never	 let	go	of	 it,	 and	 I	
think	it	was	his	brother,	Paul	the	so-called	“prodigal”	son,	who	taught	him	this.	
In	many	ways,	 I	 don’t	 know	why	 I	 come	 back	 to	Maclean	 every	 year	 around	 late	 August.	 Of	
course,	 this	 is	 the	 time	 to	 fish	 in	Montana,	 but	my	 summer	 is	 almost	over,	 and	 the	new	 semester	of	
teaching	 is	 staring	me	 in	 the	 face.	 I	 think	A	 River	 speaks	 to	me	 as	 “deep	 speaks	 to	 deep.”	 	 Reading	











in	our	 lives	 that	we	will	never	 comprehend?	As	we	get	older,	 can	we	dispel	 the	dark	places,	or	even,	
should	we?	
I	would	agree	with	Wendell	Berry’s	assessment	 that	Maclean,	as	opposed	 to	Hemingway,	will	
fish	 into	 the	paradox,	 the	metaphorical	canyon;	he	will	 step	 into	 the	dark	shadows	of	 the	river	or	 the	




package.	Norman	 gently	 but	 persistently	 refuses	 to	 bring	 some	 kind	 of	 final	 closure	 or	 answer	 to	 his	
younger	brother’s	death;	 and	yet,	Norman	does	not	 let	 go	of	his	 search	 for	understanding.1	Why	 is	 it	
that	the	beautiful	and	graceful	fly	fisherman	dies	an	early	and	brutal	death?	The	grace	of	Paul’s	fishing	








that	 my	 own	 reading	 of	 Berry	 stutters	 to	 a	 halt.	 Reading	 Maclean’s	 novel	 and	 reading	 his	 meta-
discourses,	one	can	plainly	see	that	Paul’s	death	is	“relentless”	all	the	way	to	Norman’s	last	words:	“I	am	






Maclean’s	 “little	novella”	 is	 at	 first	 a	 “love	poem	 to	his	 family”	and	a	 search	 for	answers	 that	
Maclean	knows	will	never	be	found.	Maclean	mentions	this	many	times	in	both	speech	and	writing	in	his	
later	 years.	 	As	he	discusses	his	own	particular	 art	 in	A	River	Runs	Through	 It	 for	his	Wallace	 Stegner	
















let	 it	 remain	 hidden	 and	 be	 buried	 with	 him”	 (McFarland	 and	 Nichols,	 33).	 	 A	 decade	 earlier,	 in	 his	
lecture	at	the	Institute	of	the	Rockies,	Norman	persists:	“Paramount	is	asking	for	an	option	to	put	this	
story	 into	 film,	 and	 I	 have	 made	 a	 requirement	 that	 they	 must	 not	 change	 it	 from	 a	 tragedy	 about	
someone	you	loved	and	did	not	understand	and	could	not	help”	(McFarland	and	Nichols,	74).			
The	narrative	is	about	a	beautiful	man	who	found	his	own	rhythm,	partly,	mostly,	to	use	Berry’s	
expression,	 because	 Paul	 was	 “inflexibly	 self-ruled.”	 If	 we	 listen	 “carefully”	 we	 hear	 a	 fundamental	







I	 have	 to	 come	 to	 recognize	 that	 naming	 something	 or	 someone	 “tragic,”	 “broken,”	 or	
























and	mastery	 that	 finally	 did	him	 in	 and	not	his	 foolishness.	What	does	 a	beautiful	man	do	 in	 a	 nasty	
world	populated	by	beastly	men	and	women	who	have	not	bothered	to	learn	and	follow	a	code?2	Paul’s	




accordingly:	 “the	halo	of	himself	was	always	 there	and	always	disappearing,	 as	 if	 he	were	 candlelight	
flickering	about	three	inches	from	himself”	(20).	Paul,	the	“shadow	caster”	is	not	a	damned	failure,	even	
though	 his	 death	 left	 his	 family	 to	 grapple	 and	 grieve	 with	 not	 only	 his	 death,	 but	 the	 death	 of	 a	
beautiful	man.	On	the	other	hand,	his	life	and	art	were	anything	but	tragic.	This	to	me	seems	to	be	the	




Neal,	was	one	of	 those	men	who	 faked	beauty	and	 rhythm	because	he	did	not	or	 could	not	 take	 the	
time	to	follow	the	Presbyterian	father’s	code:	“My	father	was	very	sure	about	certain	matters	pertaining	




The	first	 time	we	see	this	 juxtaposition	 is	when	Norman	drives	down	to	Helena	to	retrieve	his	
brother	and	girlfriend	from	jail.	The	couple	lands	there	because	of	a	drunken	brawl	the	night	before.	At	
this	point	in	the	novella,	Norman	has	just	finished	his	elegiac	portrayal	of	Paul’s	shadow	casting	over	the	
fast	water	 in	 the	 canyon.	Maclean	 shows	us	 this	 gorgeous	 image	 through	 the	eyes	of	 the	 “woman	 in	
overalls”	 who	 stopped	 on	 the	 river	 bank	 and	 “marveled”	 at	 Paul’s	 fishing.	 “She	 kept	 watching	 while	
groping	behind	her	to	smooth	out	some	pine	needles	to	sit	on.	‘My,	my!’	she	said.	Her	husband	stopped	
and	stood	and	said,	‘Jesus.’	Every	now	and	then	he	said,	‘Jesus’”	(22).	And	then	immediately	we	see	Paul	
in	a	different	 shade.	The	phone	call	 from	the	police	station	awakes	Norman	as	he	“ascended	 through	



















front	 of	 a	window,	 but	 he	 could	 not	 have	 been	 looking	 out	 of	 it,	 because	 there	was	 a	 heavy	 screen	
between	the	bars,	and	he	could	not	have	seen	me	because	his	enlarged	casting	hand	was	over	his	face.	






his	 “half-breed	 Indian”	 girlfriend	 landed	 in	 jail.	 They	 enter	 a	 restaurant	 and	 a	 customer	 makes	 a	




















Then	 he	 told	me,	 “In	 the	 part	 I	was	 reading	 it	 says	 that	 the	Word	was	 in	 the	
beginning,	and	that’s	right.	I	used	to	think	water	was	first,	but	if	you	listen	carefully	you	
will	hear	that	the	words	are	underneath	the	water.”	
“That’s	because	you	are	a	preacher	 first	and	 then	a	 fisherman,”	 I	 told	him.	 “If	
you	ask	Paul,	he	will	tell	you	that	the	words	are	formed	out	of	the	water.”	
“No,”	my	 father	said,	“you	are	not	 listening	carefully.	The	water	 runs	over	 the	
words.	Paul	will	tell	you	the	same	thing.	Where	is	Paul	anyway?”	(95-96)	
	
	 To	 use	 a	 word	my	 southern	 grandmother	 would	 say,	 I	 have	 been	 “studying”	 this	mysterious	



















is	 at	odds	with	both	his	 father	and	brother.	He	 cannot	 see	what	Paul	 sees,	 and	he	disagrees	with	his	
father.	 “That’s	because	 you	are	a	preacher	 first	 and	 then	a	 fisherman.”	Norman,	 the	Aristotelian,	 the	








Neither	 one	 is	 catching	 fish—not	 even	 the	master	 Paul.	 And	 then	 Paul	 begins	 to	 hook	 into	 fish	 and	
Norman	does	not.	We	have	seen	this	earlier	in	the	novel	when	Norman	is	hesitant	to	fish,	in	particular	to	




















It	 is	 the	 errant	 brother	 who	 sees	 what	 is	 not	 seen,	 sees	 what	 cannot	 be	 seen	 and	 feels	 the	
contours	of	the	shadows.	He	understands	that	a	shadow,	though,	still—just	a	shadow,	 is	real	and	very	
much	there,	and	he	brings	metronomic	discipline	to	the	rod	and	 in	so	doing	he	brings	beauty,	and	he	
discovers	 rhythm	 in	 the	 rod	 and	 on	 the	 river.	 Paul	 knows	 grace	 and	 redemption	 and	 art—even	 his	
predestinarian	father	said	so.	Perhaps	Paul	sees	the	darkness	related	to	light	and	the	shadows	resident	
and	necessary	within	 truth.	We	can’t	 say	here,	but	 father	and	older	brother	confess	 that	 the	younger	
son	 knows	 something.	 I	 cannot	 help	 but	 think	 of	 Heidegger	 here	 and	 his	 obsession	 with	 truth—
aletheia—	and	it	means	an	uncovering	which	of	course	means	the	very	thing	we	are	talking	about,	that	










sees	 what	 is	 there.	 Duende.	 Darkness	 does	 not	 impede	 or	 diminish,	 or	 worse,	 destroy	 great	 art—it	
compels	 and	 completes	 great	 art	 delivering	 us	 from	 a	 banal	 world	 of	 kitschy,	 easy	 answers.	 Cheap	
answers	lie	about	the	shadows	and	betray	the	darkness.	Great	art	is	born	out	of	attempting	to	answer	
persistent	questions	 that	will	not	 be	answered.	 In	Maclean’s	words,	 “It’s	not	 fly	 fishing	 if	 you	are	not	
searching	 for	answers	 to	questions”	 (43).	 Ironically,	any	easy	wrap-up	of	A	River	 apes	 the	pretentious	
and	 lost	 brother-in-law	Neal	who	 approached	 life	 and	 relationships	with	 something	 glib.	Norman	will	




we	 do	well	 to	 understand	 as	 best	 we	 can.	 The	 shadows	 come	 early	 and	 persistent	 for	 Paul,	 but	 the	
shadows	are	 coming	 for	 father	 and	older	brother	 too.	 Even	as	Norman	and	his	 father	 sit	 high	on	 the	
bank	 and	 watch	 Paul	 fish	 his	 last	 time	 in	 the	 full	 light	 of	 the	 day,	 soon	 both	 father	 and	 son	 will	 be	
enveloped	 in	 the	 approaching	 shadows.	 “In	 the	 slanting	 sun	 of	 late	 afternoon	 the	 shadows	 of	 great	











Of	 course,	 we	 are	 not	 talking	 about	 the	 darkness	 of	 a	 religious	 leader	 abusing	 a	 child,	 or	 a	
government	 oppressing	 its	 populace,	 or	 a	 Hitler	 committing	 genocide	 or	 a	 Stalin	 starving	 an	 entire	
people.	No,	this	is	not	the	darkness	of	Paul	and	Norman.	True	stories	are	obsessed	with	“truth”	whereas	
stories	 that	are	 true	are	haunted	by	 love.	 Paul	 and	Norman’s	 shadows	are	 vulnerable.	This	 is	 a	 tragic	
story	that	admits	to	the	deep	questions	of	life	and	then	the	final	fading	away	of	the	body.	Moreover,	it	
also	pulses	with	the	human	possibility	of	 loving	in	the	ruins.	We	can	create,	even	master	the	beautiful	
even	 if	 just	 for	a	 few	moments,	 and	most	 importantly,	we	create	 in	 the	 face	of	death.	Paul’s	 life	and	
death	 are	 not	 the	 tragedy—everyone	 dies	 and	 passes	 away	 in	 one	 form	 or	 another.	 His	 death	 is	 a	
tragedy	not	 necessarily	 because	he	dies	 an	 early,	 violent	 death,	 but	 rather	 that	which	 is	 noble	 about	
him,	that	which	is	“beautiful”	casts	him	into	his	inevitable	demise.	As	much	as	Paul	joins	the	rhythm	of	
the	 universe	 when	 he	 fishes,	 even	 to	 an	 almost	 godlike	 statue,	 he	 will	 also	 join	 the	 rhythm	 of	 the	
universe	 in	his	death.	He	will	 rage	against	a	world	full	of	racist	bastards	and	corpulent	bait	 fisherman,	
and	he	will	find	some	strong	sense	of	identity,	but	never	refuge,	in	his	family.	“Whether	his	is	original	sin	
or	 flawed	pride,	he	 is	unable	 to	accept	 succor	 from	any	 source	outside	himself”	 (Blew,	200).	Norman	
tells	us	time	and	again	that	Paul	did	not	want	help;	he	refused	to	find	refuge	in	anyone	but	himself.		
Eventually	 and	 ineluctably,	 society,	 the	 establishment,	 is	 going	 to	 beat	 the	 hell	 out	 of	 this	
beautiful	yet	implacable	man.	Because	he	is	a	master	trained	by	a	master,	he	sees	what	others	cannot	








Let	 us	 not	 forget	 the	 scene	 of	 the	 father	 and	 Norman	 watching	 Paul	 catch	 his	 last	 fish.	 Just	




darkness,	 and	 the	 darkness	 did	 not	 understand,	 comprehend,	 appropriate,	 overcome	 it”	 (John	 1:3-5,	
translation	mine).		The	Greek	word	I	have	given	multiple	translations	is,	of	course,	a	word	of	paramount	
importance,	 but	 equally	 mysterious	 in	 its	 exact	 meaning.	 The	 word	 is	 katalambano	
(καταλαµβανω) which	 can	mean	 appropriate,	 comprehend,	 understand	 and	 in	 extra-biblical	writings	
the	word	can	even	take	on	the	connotations	of	“visit”	someone	or	“arrest”	a	lawbreaker.	






is	 true.	At	 the	end	of	his	 life	 and	now	at	 the	end	of	his	 story	he	 fishes	 in	 the	 “Arctic	half-light	of	 the	
canyon.”	 Fishing	 now	 is	 what	 Berry	 calls	 a	 “solitary	 rite,”	 but	 Norman	 also	 calls	 it	 a	memorial	 to	 his	
family,	 and	he	 fishes	 to	 remember	and	 join	 the	 rhythm	of	 the	universe	 the	only	way	he	 can	now—in	
memory	and	ritual.	“Now	nearly	all	 those	 I	 loved	and	did	not	understand	when	I	was	young	are	dead,	
but	 I	 still	 reach	out	 to	 them”	 (104).	 They	are	gone	 forever,	 and	yet	he	 still	 reaches	out	 to	 them.	And	
Norman,	 still,	 and	 rightly	 in	 my	 opinion,	 remains	 the	 naturalist	 and	 the	 Aristotelian,	 but	 he	 also	
understands	what	his	brother,	long	gone	now,	knew	early	on:	“Under	the	rocks	are	the	words,	and	some	





Very	 early	 in	 the	 novel,	 Norman	 as	 he	 thinks	 about	 how	 to	 help	 his	 brother,	 alludes	 to	 that	






clear.	 And	 so	 I	 return	 again	 and	 again,	 every	 year,	 to	 this	 little	 novel	 because	 for	 me,	 it	 leaves	 the	
darkness	alone.	 It	 is	one	of	those	“classic”	stories	where	the	darkness	shadows	the	 light,	and	the	 light	
cannot	comprehend	it.	
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